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Fieldwork Report
Blaenavon

“A barren and somewhat inhospitable area” (Matthews 2008)
This Fieldwork report aims to demonstrate what made the area of Blaenavon prosperous during the industrial revolution, with reference to the area prior to the industrial revolution, the reasons that this particular area became prosperous and the impact the growth of industry had on the people of this area, as well as the place itself.
There is evidence of farms and agriculture in the area that is now Blaenavon dating back to at least the 16th century, with the area then comprising of a scattering of farmers struggling to carve out a living on a bleak, windswept and barren cluster of hills through sheep farming and agriculture, but the ecological importance of the area was not lost on these early residents, with minor metalworks being carried out at a forge in Pontypool since 1425 (The Development of Blaenavon Town, n.d.)
The industrial revolution was fuelled by coal, limestone and iron ore, all of which could be found in great quantities in the hills surrounding Blaenavon (Blaenavon Ironworks, n.d.) The opportunities for sourcing such in demand raw materials made Blaenavon a key investment location for certain rich industrialists.
A trio of industrialist from the west midlands, Thomas Hill, Thomas Hopkins and Benjamin Pratt were the first to majorly invest in the Blaenavon site (Blaenavon World Heritage Site, n.d.) pouring some £40,000 into the site and erecting ironworks and blast furnaces.
Social connections amongst wealthy industrialists also had a part to play in making Blaenavon an industrial centre, with one Francis Homfray, (HOMFRAY Family, of Penydarren, Merthyr Tydfil, Iron-Masters, Etc. | Dictionary of Welsh Biography, n.d.) being an associate of Thomas Hill, then deciding to invest in the area, leading to further money flowing into the area, creating more jobs and therefore more migration of workers and their families. The founding of the London stock exchange in 1773 (formalised and regulated from 1802) had allowed members of the upper classes to invest in others businesses, and to promote their ideas to investors. This did the double duty of spreading the word about choice investment sites and driving forward the building of factories and mines. (Our History, n.d.)
The ironworks, the sinking of ‘big pit’ and the coal mine, the railway and the need for workers led to the industrialists building workers cottages, as well as their own grand houses, and a small town grew up around the ironworks. While the people originally came to work at the furnaces and mines, the growth in population created the need for schools, churches, policing, and retailers of food and other essential goods.  By 1891 the population of the parish had grown to over 11,000 souls and by 1918, the Mine employed a thousand people, and they and their families must be housed and provided for. (Sneeded, 2018)
Blaenavon was ideally situated to mine the raw materials necessary to drive the industrial revolution, yet the increased workforce, and their increased output were at the mercy of the traditional methods of transporting the raw materials, it seemed that packhorses and carts would no longer be sufficient to move the vast quantities emerging from Blaenafon. This led to the building of a tramroad, soon to be followed by canals and a railway, therefore connecting Blaenavon to the rest of the fast industrialising country.
The discovery of the Bessamer Process by Sidney Gilchrist Thomas made Blaenavon famous for being the first place that steel was made using this revolutionary method, although steelmaking in the area had largely ceased by 1878, the relative decline of steelmaking allowed coal mining in the area to boom, showing that such a site, with a glut of natural resources was able to adapt to meet changing demand and to continue to provide work for the growing community. (Arndt, 2020) 
In Summary, Blaenavon was prosperous during the industrial revolution, and for a period beyond due to a combination of factors. The ecological significance of the area, known historically due to the early scouring of the land and the forge at Pontypool first drew investment, and the workers and their families that came for the plentiful jobs then allowed a thriving community to grow up around the mines and steel works, bringing facilities and new communication links to an area that was previously sparsely populated and remote  (Growth of the Community, n.d.) 

The growth of industry was widespread, and would have brough previously unheard of prosperity to Bleanavon, however we must consider that while the area was prosperous, and the investors and landowners would have used the resource rich land to grow their wealth, the people living and working in Blaenavon, may still have had very difficult lives, with the benefits of industrialisation, while changing their environment, maybe not bringing many benefits to their lives.
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